Ains-To assess the relative frequency of mitotic and apoptotic cells in malignant melanoma and basal cell carcinoma. Methods-Retrospective evaluation of haematoxylin and eosin stained slides from 10 basal cell carcinomas, 10 nodular melanomas, and 10 superficial spreading melanomas, with counting of apoptotic and mitotic cells per 1000 cells. Selected cases were studied with in situ end-labelling. Results-The ratio of apoptotic to mitotic cells was higher in basal cell carcinoma than in either form of melanoma because of the presence of a greater number of apoptotic cells in basal cell carcinoma. Conclusion-The differing growth rates and biological behaviour of these two tumours is reflected in the apoptotic:mitotic ratio. Further assessment of this ratio is warranted, both between tumour types and between individual tumours of one type, to determine its value as an indicator of biological potential. (J Clin Pathol 1995;48:242-244) 
Amongst common malignant tumours of the skin, basal cell carcinoma and malignant melanoma show a marked difference in growth rate, despite the fact that the mitotic rate in both tumours is of near or equal value. As the rate of tumour growth depends primarily on the growth fraction of the cell population and the degree of imbalance between cell production and loss,' it is possible that the indolent growth of basal cell carcinoma might be due to greater cell loss than that in malignant melanoma. To test this hypothesis we measured the mitotic and apoptotic rates of 10 basal cell carcinomas and compared them with the values obtained showing a wide range of values compared with superficial spreading and nodular malignant melanomas (fig 2) . Expression of values as a ratio (apoptosis:mitosis) is shown in performed away from areas of necrotic debris to avoid a falsely high apoptotic count. A slight trend towards a higher number of apoptotic cells and lower number of mitoses was seen in the superficial compared with the deep portion of the nodular malignant melanomas, but the small number of cases precludes statistical assessment (data not shown). Many superficial spreading malignant melanomas were too thin for superficial and deep areas to be demarcated. No difference was seen between superficial and deep areas in basal cell carcinomas.
In conclusion, this preliminary study identifies a significant difference in apoptotic:mitotic ratios between two tumour types, a difference which reflects their clinical behaviour. The apoptotic index correlates significantly with prognosis in non-Hodgkin's lymphomas.'2 Although basal cell carcinoma may show a significant variation in growth rate,"3 the principle application of a figure such as the apoptosis:mitosis ratio would be in malignant melanoma, where in certain cases, use of Clark's level or Breslow thickness alone may be misleading,'4 and where assessment of other variables such as inflammatory response, regression or cell type has produced varying results. [15] [16] [17] [18] 
